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We at Hart House are proud to be recognized as Stewards to one of Canada’s finest collections of Canadian Art.  Hart House’s exceptional history begins with its founding and leads into the present owing to acts of unparalleled dedication and generosity.  What started casually enough has over the years turned into a significant legacy.  From the building of Hart House as a structure, then the desire to decorate its walls, to the contributions of many over the past 83 years, there is a common thread: a love for Canadian Culture and the visual art that it has produced.


This exhibition, Gifted: A Celebration of Generosity to the Hart House Permanent Collection offers a selection of historical works of art presented to Hart House in some cases at the time of their making, other times more recently.  Pleased with the achievements of the Hart House Art Committee, we often highlight the role it played in the building of this National collection. Now we turn to those who have contributed to Hart House in other ways, particularly those who have donated works of art or gifted funds designated for the purchase of artwork.


The types of individuals who have made these generous presentations to Hart House are as diverse as the selections of art contributed: private individuals who were involved with art at Hart House or who appreciated the collection as visitors; artists who desired to add their own touch to the development of the collection; students who wanted to say thank you to Hart House for all the great memories it provided; Canadian cultural organizations that sought to celebrate Hart House’s accomplishments.  


Hart House has so many people to thank for so many magnificent works of art.  Had it been possible to include each piece gifted to the Permanent Collection, it would have been done; instead this exhibition highlights works of art that are not regularly available for public viewing. This exhibition serves as a reminder that without the generosity of those who have contributed to Hart House’s physical presence and spirit of community, we would not be able to share and enjoy the cultural treasures available to us today. 

*  *  *

From the day of its original conception in the mind of Vincent Massey, Hart House was intended to be a campus meeting and activity place with the added advantage of providing impressionable young members with opportunities to encounter culture.  In 1917 Massey learned of the University of Toronto Sketch Club and, interested in encouraging the group, he offered them space in Hart House to act as their headquarters.  The group gladly accepted and formally changed its name to the Hart House Sketch Club.

The purpose of the student led organization was to foster an appreciation for art among its peers and to establish an Art Centre in the University through collecting art and related publications.  At an executive meeting in 1921 J. Burgeon Bickersteth, the first Warden of Hart House, suggested that the Sketch Club take responsibility to select and finance artwork to decorate the interiors of the building.  In previous years Hart House had borrowed paintings from artists but it was agreed among club members that instead they should pay rental fees for this privilege and thus they began to raise the necessary funds. 

Soon the group became ambitious enough to consider buying art and increased their activity by raising money through club dues and fundraising teas.  Their work soon drew the attention of private individuals who became inspired to make their own contributions to the group’s efforts.  The first official donations that assisted the development of the permanent collection as we know it today came in the form of student gifts.

The Sketch Club minutes from March 1922 outline a meeting held with representatives from several of the graduating classes on campus (Applied Science, St. Micahel’s College, University College, Victoria College and Medicine), the purpose being to encourage students’ interest to voluntarily contribute to a fund dedicated to purchasing works of art for Hart House.   In 1924 the first such arranged work of art, “Beech Tree” by William Beatty, was purchased with assistance from the Graduating Class of that year.   The practice continued for years to come and brought with it many wonderful selections, by a variety of artists, which remain treasured objects to this day.

 
As early as 1925 it was realized that the collection was becoming a rather impressive one.  To ensure future excellence, an official goal was created: “to form a collection of pictures representative of the best in Canadian Art."   The goal, which remains intact today, is applied equally to determining purchases as it is to guiding decisions surrounding the acceptance of donations.  The benefit of such a policy has been to provide Hart House not only with a important historical collection, but a significant contemporary collection as well.   It was a shared belief among Club members that if the public became aware of the high standards established then they would be able to encourage both better purchase prices and strong donations.


Towards the end of the 1925 school year Bickersteth investigated the possibility of interesting senior individuals, both within and beyond the university, to contribute to a print purchase fund.  With a goal in mind of twenty people each providing $5.00 Bickersteth informally contacted prospective donors.  By March 1926 $290.00 was raised. By 1927 the club had $360 and was ready to begin spending.  Among purchases made from this fund were a number of small pieces from an assortment of portfolios by W. J. Phillips.


Over the years Bickersteth had been offered a number of artifacts for Hart House, particularly objects related to the War, but he declined them feeling that Hart House was not a museum and thus an inappropriate institution to collect such items.
    In 1927 a new, entirely unexpected proposal was offered.  Professor George M. Wrong, who had recently retired from the Chair of Modern History at the university, set aside $2500.00 as the Harold Verschoyle Wrong Memorial fund in memory of his second son who was killed in 1916 in the Battle of the Somme.  Professor Wrong was both a mentor and friend of Vincent Massey’s and because his son Harold had also been close to Massey, Professor Wrong established his generous gift devoted to the purchase of artworks for Hart House.  Professor Wrong expressed that he had no objections to the money being allowed to accumulate so while the fund gained interest the Club took the time to carefully ponder how the dollars would best be spent.
  

In 1929 Professor Wrong changed the name of the fund to the Harold and Murray Wrong Memorial Fund and gave an additional $5000.00 to Hart House.  Numerous paintings were acquired though the generous donation of this fund, each one of them a magnificent part of the Hart House Permanent Collection and some of them (such as Lilias Torrance Newton’s “Maurice” and Prudence Heward’s “Dark Girl”), are now recognized as National Treasures.


By 1935 the Hart House Sketch Club began to feel a growing responsibility for the art it had collected.   Owing to an increasing number of loan and reproduction requests it became evident that the collection needed better physical care.   Specialists from the National Gallery of Canada were called in to appraise the situation and to make recommendations that in turn inspired the Club to strengthen its practices in the management of the growing number of artworks.  As a reflection of this vow the Club decided to change it name to the Hart House Art Committee.  The 1956 annual report of the Permanent Collection Subcommittee outlines detailed criteria by which the collection would be further cultivated.

In 1958 practices were again revisited and a formal statement was made concerning acquisitions: “Hart House has a national reputation to keep up.  The merely fashionable and commercially successful should be avoided in favor of the genuinely original and the chief criteria should be the quality of the individual work of art”.  By setting this standard, donors to the collection realized that the work of art or funds they contributed would become part of a important legacy with the power to affect numerous people in innumerable ways.

In 1974 a report by the Canadian Conservation Institute elevated the Art Committee’s attention to the extensive risks to which the collection was being subjected – from security to climate control it was understood that a facility built to proper standards was the only way the collection could be protected for future generations.  Fundraising continued for six years to construct a new gallery. 

The Justina M. Barnicke Gallery, named by the principal donor, J. J. Barnicke, in memory of his wife, opened its doors to the public in 1983.  The value of the gallery to Hart House’s activities has been recognized again and again.  Constantly aware of our responsibilities to artists and to the public, the Justina M. Barnicke Gallery has recently undergone renovations — first new walls and flooring then improved lighting was installed to ensure the best possible facilities for the exhibition and conservation of art displayed.

It was perhaps the addition of a formal art gallery that assisted Hart House’s successful application for Class “A” Cultural Properties designation.  The benefit of such recognition is that Hart House is identified as an institution able to meet government standards for the care of culturally significant artworks.  This status is also of benefit to donors because their contributions are recognized with a preferred tax receipt. 

Once the Justina M. Barnicke Gallery was built, an endowment fund was created to care for the collection, the gallery and for help cover the costs of special projects.  This fund is contributed to by a variety of sources, the most important being donations of private individuals.   This very important fund is spent at the discretion of the Warden and Curator and one of the most significant ongoing projects supported through this means is the conservation of artworks.  

Turning back to 1978, while Hart House was still pondering possible funding options for the gallery, a very generous bequest was received from the estate of its first Warden, J. B. Bickersteth.  Over the years Bickersteth had collected numerous works of art (including many pieces by the Group of Seven) and by the time they were received by Hart House their value had increased substantially. To add to the excitement of this astounding contribution Hart House was able to increase its prosperity by participating in the Government of Ontario’s Wintario Program – a granting system that allowed for funding as the result of such donations.  Hart House received $68,000 to acquire even more artworks within one year’s time.  To make the best possible use of these funds Hart House assembled a special art acquisitions committee that traveled to Ottawa, Montreal, and London, Ontario seeking significant works of art.  John Lyman’s “Portrait of Isabel Nixon-Ralph” is among the many paintings that were brought into the permanent collection through this special combined generosity – a private donor and a government initiative to support arts and culture.

Richard Alway, a past Warden of Hart House, contributed to the Hart House Permanent Collection in many ways.  As a patron of the arts in his own right, Alway donated many artworks to from his personal collection that emphasized women artists from the 1930s, 40s and 50s, (an area that had been very much under-represented in the Permanent Collection)
.  A welcome and involved participant in Art Committee activities, Alway also expended a great deal of effort to secure private donations for the building of the Justina M. Barnicke Gallery.

As important as temporary exhibitions are to the scope of activities guided by the Art Committee’s goals, it is the every day availability of artwork throughout Hart House that contributes to its unique environment.  As skilled as the Art Committee has proven itself to be in selecting art for Hart House the sheer volume of works acquired over the years would not have been possible without the valuable contributions of donors in the form of community members, artists, cultural organizations and students. 

Today the legacy known as The Hart House Permanent Collection continues to grow. Increasingly fulfilling its mandate to “form a collection of pictures representative of the best in Canadian Art”, the Permanent Collection touches the lives of so many – both within and beyond the walls of Hart House.  It is the support of students though membership fees to Hart House and particularly through the support of private donors, that the collection can be maintained and further developed for the benefits of others. May the next 83 years be as extraordinary as the first!
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